UK Landscape Policy, Landscape Character Assessment and Landscape Impact Assessment – Intensions vs Practical Application by Jacobs, Andrew Linfoot
SUNY College of Environmental Science and Forestry 
Digital Commons @ ESF 
Visual Resource Stewardship Conference 
Fall 10-27-2019 
UK Landscape Policy, Landscape Character Assessment and 
Landscape Impact Assessment – Intensions vs Practical 
Application 
Andrew Linfoot Jacobs 
Andrew.Linfoot@Jacobs.com 
Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.esf.edu/vrconference 
 Part of the Landscape Architecture Commons 
Recommended Citation 
Jacobs, Andrew Linfoot, "UK Landscape Policy, Landscape Character Assessment and Landscape Impact 
Assessment – Intensions vs Practical Application" (2019). Visual Resource Stewardship Conference. 8. 
https://digitalcommons.esf.edu/vrconference/8 
This Article is brought to you for free and open access by Digital Commons @ ESF. It has been accepted for 
inclusion in Visual Resource Stewardship Conference by an authorized administrator of Digital Commons @ ESF. 
For more information, please contact digitalcommons@esf.edu, cjkoons@esf.edu. 
UK LANDSCAPE POLICY, LANDSCAPE CHARACTER ASSESSMENT AND LANDSCAPE 
IMPACT ASSESSMENT – INTENSIONS VS PRACTICAL APPLICATION 
Andrew Linfoot Jacobs UK 
ABSTRACT 
The European Landscape Convention (ELC) is the treaty devoted to all aspects of European landscape. It 
provides the legislative context where landscape is encouraged to be considered as a valuable asset in 
its own right.  It sets out requirements for the generation of landscape policy, quality objectives, 
protection, management and landscape planning.  
Landscape Character Assessment (LCA) is the process of identifying the character of the landscape, with 
the landscape as the environmental resource. It seeks to identify, describe and explain the unique 
combination of elements and features that make landscapes distinctive. 
The aim is that by establishing a robustly developed landscape character baseline, such a baseline can 
help us to understand our landscapes, to generate policy and assist those in informing judgements and 
making decisions concerning the potential changes to our landscape by proposed development. 
The National Landscape Character Areas (NCAs), and those produced at a local government level, seek 
to provide this baseline.  However, their value in the production of landscape and visual impact 
assessments associated with environmental impact assessments, which are then used to inform 
decisions, is less clear. 
This paper explores some of the challenges presented to professional landscape architects in England 
undertaking landscape and visual impact assessments for development projects when they seek to use 
national and local character assessments in their work. 
It provides a brief outline of the European Landscape Convention, Landscape Character Assessment, the 
National Character Areas, the Guidance for Landscape and Visual Impact Assessment in the context of 
the Environmental Impact Assessment regulations.  It then uses the impact assessments from two 
recent projects undertaken by the Author to explain how useful, or otherwise, the policy and objectives 
set out in the ELC and NCAs are in the assessment of effects on landscape character. 
INTRODUCTION 
The European Landscape Convention (ELC) provides the legislative context for our landscapes to be 
considered as a valuable asset in their own right, and it sets the context for the generation of landscape 
policy.  
Landscape character assessments, such as the National Landscape Character Areas (NCAs) produced by 
Natural England, and those produced at a local government level, seek to provide a baseline out of 
which further policies can be derived.  The baseline can help us to understand our landscapes and assist 
in informing those responsible for making decisions concerning the generation of landscape polices and 
governing the potential changes to our landscape by proposed development through the consenting 
processes. 
However, in a world where those responsible for generating the policy, such as Natural England, are 
severely resource constrained, their ability to actively manage the landscape is limited.  Instead, it could 
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be considered that the role of Natural England and the Local Planning Authorities has become one of 
protection. 
There is an expectation that the national and local landscape character assessments are used in the 
production of landscape and visual impact assessments associated with environmental impact 
assessments.  Some of this is a requirement of other government policy. 
This process can present some challenges to professional landscape architects in England undertaking 
landscape and visual impact assessments for development projects when they seek to use national and 
local character assessments in their work. 
Three recent projects undertaken by the Author are used explain how useful, or otherwise, the policy 
and objectives set out in the ELC and NCAs are in the assessment of effects on landscape character. 
European Landscape Convention 
The European Landscape Convention (CoE 2004) is the international treaty devoted to all 
aspects of European landscape. For those European countries that are party to it, it applies to 
their entire territory and the ELC states that it concerns all landscapes, those that might be 
considered outstanding as well as everyday or indeed degraded landscapes. The Convention is 
aimed at the protection, management and planning of all landscapes and raising awareness of 
the value of a living landscape. 
 
The Convention aims to encourage public authorities to adopt policies and measures at local, 
regional, national and international level for protecting, managing and planning landscapes 
throughout Europe. It covers all landscapes, both outstanding and ordinary, that determine the 
quality of people’s living environment. The text provides for a flexible approach to landscapes 
whose specific features call for various types of action, ranging from strict conservation through 
protection, management and improvement to actual creation. 
The Convention proposes legal and financial measures at the national and international levels, 
aimed at shaping "landscape policies" and promoting interaction between local and central 
authorities as well as transfrontier cooperation in protecting landscapes. It sets out a range of 
different solutions which States can apply, according to their specific needs. 
The Council of Europe intergovernmental committees will be supervising the convention’s 
implementation. The text also provides for a Council of Europe Landscape award, to be given to 
local or regional authorities or an NGO which introduced exemplary and long-lasting policies or 
measures to protect, manage and plan landscapes. (CoE 2018a). 
Signed by the UK government in 2006 and introduced in March 2007, the philosophy of the ELC 
is to provide a forward-looking way to reconcile management of the environment with the 
social and economic challenges of the future. 
The ELC covers land and water, and natural, rural, urban and peri-urban landscapes.  As noted 
above, significantly, it includes every-day or degraded landscapes as well as those that might be 
considered outstanding and protected by local designations, policies and laws such as National 
Parks and Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty. 
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The ELC does not confine itself to cultural or man-made landscape elements alone, but to all 
features and elements, and the way they interact to create landscape character.  It seeks to 
encourage those involved in landscape to take an approach in which every landscape is 
considered to form the setting for the lives of people, and the quality of those landscapes can affect 
everyone’s lives.  
For the purposes of landscape and visual impact assessment, and relevant to the discussion in this 
paper, the Articles set out a range of useful definitions which have also been carried forward into other 
English policy, such as the National Character Areas and Local Authority Landscape Character Areas, 
which are discussed further below. 
Article 1 of the ELC provides a definition of 'landscape'. For the purposes of the convention it is an area 
whose character is the result of the action and interaction of natural and/or human factors.  
Article 2 denotes the territorial and functional scope of the treaty. It covers natural, rural, urban and 
peri-urban areas, land, inland water and marine areas landscapes. It also states that the convention 
applies to the entire territory of the Parties and all landscape that might be considered outstanding as 
well as everyday or degraded landscapes 
Article 3 provides that the aims of the treaty are to promote landscape protection, management and 
planning. 
Article 5 and 6 state the general and specific obligations of the Parties, such as implementing landscape 
policies aimed at landscape protection, management and planning, integrating landscape into a wide 
range of other policies. 
Further definitions from the ELC include: 
Landscape policy - an expression by the competent public authorities of general principles, strategies and 
guidelines that permit the taking of specific measures aimed at the protection, management and 
planning of landscapes.  
Landscape quality objective - for a specific landscape, the formulation by the competent public 
authorities of the aspirations of the public with regard to the landscape features of their surroundings.  
Landscape protection - actions to conserve and maintain the significant or characteristic features of a 
landscape, justified by its heritage value derived from its natural configuration and/or from human 
activity.  
Landscape management - action, from a perspective of sustainable development, to ensure the regular 
upkeep of a landscape, so as to guide and harmonise changes which are brought about by social, 
economic and environmental processes.  
Landscape planning - strong forward-looking action to enhance, restore or create landscapes. 
The Convention seeks assessment of the landscape through field research by professionals working in 
conjunction with local inhabitants. This is known as landscape character assessment. Once this 
identification work has been completed and the landscape quality objectives set, the landscape can be 
protected, managed or developed through the policy definitions set out above. 
LANDSCAPE CHARACTER ASESSMENT 
Landscape Character Assessment (LCA) is one tool that helps in the development of an understanding of 
landscapes, be they outstanding or everyday landscapes as defined in the ELC. It can be defined as: "The 
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tool that is used to help us to understand, and articulate, the character of the landscape. It helps us 
identify the features that give a locality its 'sense of place' and pinpoints what makes it different from 
neighbouring areas." (Swanwick 2002) 
 
Landscape character assessments can, and are, used in a number of situations, many derived from the 
objectives of the ELC.  They are used to generate and inform policies at national and local level and, are 
used to establish a current baseline against which potential effects of proposed developments are 
assessed through the environmental impact assessment and consenting processes. 
The Landscape Character Assessment Guidance (The National Archives 2014) shows how to identify and 
describe the different elements, which together form the landscape and generate its unique character.  
These elements include for example woodlands, hedgerows, mountains and farmland, the built 
environment, and cultural heritage.  It is worth noting that the guidance was archived on the National 
Archives 12 July 2014. 
Landscape character types and landscape character areas are important to the process of Landscape 
Character Assessment, and therefore to describing the landscape. There is a distinction between 
landscape character types and landscape character areas. These terms need to be used correctly and 
the differentiation between types and areas needs to be understood.  This distinction is applied at 
different levels in the hierarchy and scale of the landscape being assessed, from national to local 
landscape character assessments.  The importance of the differing scale of assessment in the practice of 
landscape and visual impact assessment is discussed further below. 
Landscape Character Types are distinct types of landscape that are relatively homogeneous in character. 
They may occur in different parts of the country and will share broadly similar combinations of geology, 
topography, drainage patterns, vegetation, historic land use and settlement pattern.  This does not 
mean that every area within a particular type will be identical, but rather, that there is a common 
pattern, which can be discerned in maps and descriptions. They can provide a good baseline for 
analysing change and can to develop planning and landscape management strategies.  
Landscape Character Areas are the individual geographical areas in which landscape types occur.  They 
may share general characteristics with other areas of the same type but have their own particular 
identity.  They can also be identified at different scales and can be used to develop policies and 
strategies that reflect the characteristics that make a given landscape different or special.  
A Landscape Character Assessment is considered complete after both landscape character types and 
landscape character areas are identified. The generic characteristics can be described for a landscape 
character type, then the distinctive features mapped out to establish the landscape character areas.  
This can then exist as a neutral baseline of the current character of the landscape. 
It should be noted that landscape character assessments are an assessment of the landscape as the 
resource, in its own right, in line with the ELC.  They are not an assessment of specific views of that 
landscape, although views may be important in general terms for example because the landscape is 
mountainous and allows extensive views across it. 
The National Character Areas 
Natural England is the government’s adviser for the natural environment in England, helping to protect 
England’s nature and landscapes for people to enjoy.  It is an executive non-departmental public body, 
sponsored by the Department for Environment, Food & Rural Affairs (Natural England undated). 
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As part of Natural England’s responsibilities, as set out in the Natural Environment White Paper, 
Biodiversity 2020 (DEFRA 2011), they have revised the profiles for England’s 159 National Character 
Areas (NCAs) (Natural England 2014). 
The NCAs divide England into 159 distinct natural areas. Each profile, or area, is defined by a unique 
combination of geology, landscape, biodiversity, history, and cultural and economic activity.  
Each profile contains a description of the landscape area and details on a number of aspects including 
for example topography, geology and soils, rivers, woodland, field patterns, land uses, semi-natural 
habitats, history, settlement patterns, buildings, transport and tranquillity. 
The profiles also provide statements of opportunity, which reflect the policy setting objectives of the 
ELC.  The statements of environmental opportunity found in each profile offer suggestions where action 
can be best targeted to conserve and improve the natural environment.  The profiles also identify recent 
changes and trends in the landscape.  This is important in the context of landscape and visual impact 
assessment as the effects of proposed development can then be judged against the statements of 
opportunity, either supporting them or be considered as a trend contributing to erosion of the 
character. 
It is interesting to note that the NCAs do not necessarily follow administrative boundaries but are more 















Local Landscape Character Assessments 
In addition to the National Character Areas some of the Local Government Authorities in 
England have produced their own landscape character assessments covering their area of 
County or District authority. 
 
The methods used for their production are generally similar to the Landscape Character 
Assessment Guidance, published by Natural England and Scottish Natural Heritage as outlined 
above.  For the purposes of this paper, the assessments associated with two project case 
studies are referred to are discussed below.  
 
GUIDELINES FOR LANDSCAPE AND VISUAL IMPACT ASSESSMENT 
The third edition of the Guidelines for Landscape and Visual Impact assessment (GLVIA) takes into 
account recognition of the European Landscape Convention by the United Kingdom government, and a 
range of different pressures on the landscape including policy and sustainable development as a 
concept. 
 
LVIA is a tool used to use to identify and assess the significance of and the effects of change resulting 
from development on both the landscape as an environmental resource in its own right and on people’s 
view and visual amenity. (LI&IEA 2013, 4) 
The GLVIA is aimed at practitioners with the objective of achieving quality and consistency of approach, 
to raise standards in this important area of professional work and achieve good practice and greater 
consistency in the use of language. 
A clear objective is to be clearer and more consistent in the use of language and terminology.  It 
provides guidance to professionals undertaking landscape and visual impact assessments, concentrating 
on principles and processes without being prescriptive.  It is clear that it is the responsibility of the 
professional undertaking an assessment to ensure that the method adopted is appropriate to the 
particular circumstances.  
GLVIA defines ‘impact’ as the action being taken, and ‘effect’ being defined as the change resulting from 
the action. Other guidance also uses impact and effect interchangeably, adding to the confusion over 
the use of these two words.  This should not be a problem providing the terms are clearly defined, used 
consistently and not used to mean a combination of several effects. 
Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) 
Landscape and Visual Impact Assessment (LVIA) is carried out formally as part of an Environmental 
Impact Assessment (EIA) or informally as a contribution to the appraisal of development proposals.  For 
the purposes of this paper, and the case studies referred to within, we refer to LVIA undertaken as part 
of an EIA. 
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The Town and Country Planning (Environmental Impact Assessment) Regulations (UK Gov 2017) set out 
the process and requirements for the production of an EIA. 
It is important for a professional to understand the wider policy context within which EIA is undertaken 
from the European Union Directive, UK Country Regulations allowing devolved Nations to interpret the 
Directive Individually, guidance documents from government departments (such as the National 
Networks National Policy Statement discussed below) and guidance from agencies and professional 
bodies.   
The regulations state that the developer or applicant does not need to consult anyone about the 
information to be included in an EIA.  However, it is noted that it may be considered helpful to obtain 
information from the statutory consultation bodies, in this case the NCA profiles from Natural England. 
Also, it notes that local planning authorities will often possess useful local and specialised information 
and in the context of an LVIA, the local landscape character assessments. 
The EIA regulations emphasise the identification of likely significant effect with the emphasis within an 
Environmental Statement on the “main” or “significant” environmental effects to which a development 
is likely to give rise. This includes all types of effects for example those that are positive or negative, 
direct or indirect, long and short term (UK Gov 2017). There words require definition and interpretation, 
which relate to an approach that is considered to be in proportion to the scale of the project and the 
value of the landscape affected.   
What does landscape mean for LVIA 
The ELC adopts a definition of landscape that is now widely used and adopted in GLVIA: 
Landscape is an area, as perceived by people, whose character is the result of the action and interaction 
of natural and/or human factors. (Council of Europe 2018a) 
The ELC definition is important in that it moves the thinking beyond landscape being a matter of 
aesthetics, or visual amenity and just the view.  It encourages landscape as being thought of as a 
resource it is own right. 
Article 2 of the ELC states that 
This convention applies to the entire territory of the Parties and covers natural, rural, urban and peri-
urban area. It includes land, inland water, and marine areas.  It concerns landscape that might be 
considered be outstanding as well as everyday or degrade landscape. (Council of Europe 2018b) 
This is an inclusive definition in that it covers all land and is interpreted within GLVIA as all types of rural 
landscape, marine and coastal landscape as well as those of villages, town and cities. 
Whilst this inclusivity is useful and means all areas need to be considered as part of landscape impact 
assessment, it does mean that a wider understanding of the different ‘landscapes’ and how to describe 
them has to be acquired by the professional.  Therefore, the process of undertaking landscape and 
visual impact assessment, regardless of the landscape, needs to be professional in its undertaking. 
The inclusivity of the ELC regarding ‘outstanding as well as everyday’ also creates a challenge in 
establishing an understanding of the importance and value of a landscape.  National Parks are protected 
by environmental legislation and other policy as they have been considered, through a democratic 
process, to be more important and valuable at a National level.  Yet the ELC requires consideration of 
the ordinary and unprotected also.  A layer of complexity is added to this by the EIA Regulations, which 
require the assessment to consider only ‘likely significant effects’, not all effects.   This aspect is 
discussed further below in the project case studies. 
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The ELC definition of landscape supports the need for an assessment of the landscape as a resource in 
its own right.  
The EIA Directive and Regulations introduces ‘human beings’ and ‘population’ into the language, and 
therefore a consideration of the views (as that is generally how people experience landscape) that 
people have of the landscape and their visual amenity, meaning the pleasantness of the view. 
As a result, the GLVIA makes a clear and important distinction between these two aspects: 
• Assessment of landscape effects – assessing the effects on the landscape as a resource in owns 
own right. 
• Assessment of visual effects – assessing effects on specific views and on the general visual 
amenity experienced by people. 
 
PULLING IT ALL TOGETHER - CASE STUDIES 
The Lowestoft Flood Risk Management project (East Suffolk Council) is aimed at reducing the risk of 
flooding to existing homes, business and infrastructure from the sea and rivers.  It is being promoted by 
East Suffolk Council in response to the tidal surge in December 2013 which flooded 160 homes and 
business as well as disrupting road and rail infrastructure. 
 
Lowestoft is the eastern most town in the UK, is a port town with a former fishing industry but now 
servicing the renewable energy industry, notably offshore wind farms.  It provides access via Lake 
Lothing, which passes through the town centre, for boats to gain access to the Broads, a National Park 
famous for its lakes and navigable waterways. 
One part of the overall project is the construction of tidal walls around the outer harbour and a tidal 
control gate across the inner harbour where Lake Lothing is at its narrowest. 
As part of the consenting process for the walls scheme, it was decided by the Local Planning Authority 
that an EIA was required, and that a LVIA should form part of it, as it was considered that there could be 
likely significant effects on the landscape and views. 
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Figure 3: Lowestoft Flood Risk Management project, tidal flood walls, general arrangement drawing 
As part of the LVIA process, the regional and local authority landscape character assessments were 
reviewed as part of the development of the baseline against which the proposal could be assessed.  This 
is in line with the GLVIA methodology. The text below is a summary of the NCA Profile No 82 within 
which the project is located, and is extracted from one of the first drafts of the LVIA written by the 
Author (un-published). 
Landscape Character - Regional Overview 
1.1.1 This section considers the wider landscape character and context through 
consideration of the National Character Areas (NCA) within which the Scheme sits. The 
Scheme sits within the Suffolk and Coast Heath NCA No 82 and the text below is a 
summary extracted from the area profile. 
1.1.2 The Suffolk Coast and Heaths National Character Area (NCA) lies on the North Sea 
coast between Great Yarmouth in the north and the port town of Harwich in the south, 
forming a long, narrow band that extends between 10 and 20 km inland.  The 
distinctive landscape character is a product of its underlying geology, shaped by the 
effects of the sea and the interactions of people. It is mainly flat or gently rolling, often 
open but with few commanding viewpoints.  
1.1.3 Some 45 per cent of the area is designated as the Suffolk Coast and Heaths Area of 
Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB), while the southwestern tip along the Stour Valley 
also contains a small part of the Dedham Vale AONB.  
1.1.4 The remaining coast and lowland heaths, which are known locally as the Sandlings, 
form particularly distinctive features. Their wildlife importance is recognised by the 
Sandlings Special Protection Area (SPA) and Staverton Park and The Thicks, Wantisden 
Special Area of Conservation (SAC).  The importance of the coast for biodiversity is 
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recognised by its wildlife designations include three Ramsar sites, four SPA, four SAC, 
three National Nature Reserves and many Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI).   
1.1.5 The area’s rich archaeology provides evidence of a long history of settlement and 
significant past wealth and importance. Consequentially the Suffolk Heritage Coast was 
designated in 1973, running from Kessingland to Felixstowe.  
1.1.6 Settlement patterns are sparse, consisting mainly of small villages and iconic coastal 
market towns. Approximately 11 per cent of the area is urban with the larger 
settlements (Lowestoft, Ipswich and Felixstowe) restricted to the northern and 
southern extremes of the NCA. 
1.1.7 Climate change adds further challenges with critical issues in the short to medium term 
likely to relate to water. The need to adapt to coastal change over the medium to long 
term places importance on coastal management. 
1.1.8 The landscape associated with the scheme displays very few of the characteristics of 
this character area due to the urban context of the Scheme area in relation to the 
predominantly rural and coastal nature of the NCA.  Nevertheless, the character area 
has high value. 
Local Authority Character Areas 
1.1.9 The Waveney District Landscape Character Assessment, dated April 2008, identifies 
Lowestoft as Urban.  There are no descriptions of the urban areas with the assessment 
only describing the rural areas. 
Whilst the NCA provides an interesting over-view, paragraph 1.1.8 notes that the landscape associated 
with the scheme and its surrounding landscape displays very few of the characteristics of the NCA.  Its 
relevance to the LVIA process is not therefore helpful as the description and opportunities expressed in 
the NCA cover the coastal and rural areas to the south of the town, and also considers the landscape at 




Figure 4: National Character Area 82: Map. Source 
http://publications.naturalengland.org.uk/publication/5626055104659456 
 
Similarly, the Local Authority LCA simply describes Lowestoft as ‘urban’ providing no further 
descriptions.  Again, this LCA does not assist in developing an understanding of the landscape, which has 
been agreed through a robust process, adopted as policy within the Local Authority, therefore giving it 
some status and legitimacy.  
In developing the EIA in line with the EIA regulations requirements to report only on ‘likely significant 
effects’, the text LVIA was later adjusted to state (published version). 
5.1.1 Landscape Character - Regional Overview 
The proposed tidal walls scheme sits within the Suffolk and Coast Heath NCA No 82. The 
landscape associated with the tidal walls scheme displays very few of the characteristics of this 
national character area due to the urban location of the tidal walls scheme area in relation to 
the predominantly rural and coastal nature of the NCA description.  Therefore, this character 
assessment has not been considered further within this LVIA.  
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5.1.2 Local Authority Character Areas 
The Waveney District Landscape Character Assessment, dated April 2008, identifies Lowestoft as 
Urban.  There are no descriptions of the urban areas with the assessment, which only describes 
the rural areas, and therefore this character assessment has not been considered further within 
this LVIA. 
5.1.3 The character of the site 
This section of the LVIA describes the existing local landscape character of the area within which 
the proposed tidal walls sit.  It is broadly divided into two areas, the harbour area and the 
Hamilton Road area. (further text not included in this paper for ease of reading) 
It can be seen that whilst the NCA 82 and the Local Landscape Character Assessment need to be 
reviewed as part of a robust process in developing a baseline for the LVIA, their relevance is limited.  The 
NCA scale is too large in relation to the scale of the project.  The local authority LCA would seem to be at 
a more appropriate scale to the project, but it does not consider the urban areas, just the rural ones, 
despite the statements made in the European Landscape Convention that all landscapes should be 
considered. 
The LVIA subsequently relied on the ‘character of the site’ descriptions and areas, which were 
developed by the Author of the LVIA, which were considered relevant as being at a suitable scale to the 
project needs.  
 
MetroWest Phase 1 
MetroWest is an investment programme for the improvement of rail passenger services in and around 
Bristol.  Promoted by Travelwest, a partnership between the four local government authorities around 
Bristol in the West of England, its aims are to promote a range of sustainable transports options and 
provide travel information (TravelWest website). 
MetroWest Phase 1 proposes the re-opening of passenger services from the town of Portishead to 
Temple Meads station in the centre of Bristol. The £116m project involves both the rebuilding of the 
disused line and up grading of the existing freight line to be suitable for passenger trains. 
The scheme meets the threshold for nationally significant rail projects as defined under the Planning Act 
2008 (UK Gov 2008) and is therefore classified as Nationally Significant Infrastructure Project (NSIP).  
This requires consent to be granted through a Development Consent Order (DCO) process to be 
submitted to the Planning Inspectorate.  This means that consenting is not through the normal planning 
application process of the Local Planning Authority; consent is granted by the Secretary of State rather 




Figure 5: MetroWest Phase 1; overview plan from the EIA 
The Secretary of State will use The National Networks National Policy Statement (NN NPS) (DfT 2014), as 
the primary basis for making decisions on DCO applications for NSIPs.  It provides guidance for 
promoters of nationally significant infrastructure projects on the road and rail networks, the basis for 
the examination by the Planning Inspectorate as the Examining Authority and how decisions are made 
by the Secretary of State. Under section 104 of the Planning Act the Secretary of State must decide an 
application for a national networks nationally significant infrastructure project in accordance with this 
NPS. 
The DCO process still requires the production of an EIA under its separate legislation and Directives as 
outlined above, and the NN NPS advises on the assessment of landscape and visual impacts for NSIP for 
national networks, including railways, at paragraphs 5.143 to 5.161.  Applicants should undertake an 
assessment of any likely significant landscape and visual impact assessments and describe these in the 
Environmental Statement. 
In developing the LVIA for MetroWest Phase 1, the ES process has sought to clearly demonstrate that it 
has followed the guidance set out in the NN NPS and makes it apparent to the Planning Inspectorate.  
As noted above, in Paragraph 5.144, the NN NPS states: The assessment should include reference to any 
landscape character assessment and associated studies and take account of any relevant policies based 
on these assessments in local development documents in England. 
This is understood to mean both the National Character Areas prepared by Natural England, and local 
authority landscape character areas. The MetroWest LVIA states as a consideration in the ES that: 
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The relevant National Character Areas developed by Natural England and landscape character areas as 
developed by North Somerset Council have been identified and described in the baseline Section 11.4. 
The potential effects on these areas have been assessed in Section 11.6. 
(The text from section 11 is in Appendix A and that from the effects section set out below) 
The DCO process requires formal consultation with the statutory bodies, such as Natural England.  This 
was undertaken with the following as part of the NE response: 
The EIA should include an assessment of the project on the local landscape character area. The 
assessment methodology should follow the Guidelines for Landscape and Visual Impact Assessment, by 
the Landscape Institute and IEMA, 3rd Edition. Use of Landscape Character Assessment is encouraged. 
New development should consider the character and distinctiveness of the area, with the siting and 
design of the development reflecting local design characteristics and using local materials. The 
assessment should include the cumulative effect of the developments with other relevant developments 
in the area. The assessment should refer to the National Character Areas. 
It is here we can begin to see how the aspirations of the European Landscape Convention begin to work 
with the NCAs, (as a baseline for the landscape of England), required by government policy (in the form 
of the NN NPS) to be properly considered within an environmental impact assessment process.  The 
same principle applies to the landscape character areas as developed by North Somerset Council. 
In practical terms, the formal processes set out in the NN NPS do impose a need to clearly demonstrate 
in an LVIA that the assessment process has been thorough.  It can be seen in the Lowestoft example 
above that it was considered acceptable to reduce the consideration of the NCA and local landscape 
character assessment to the minimum in line with the EIA regulations to only reporting on likely 
significant effects. 
MetroWest Phase 1 passes through two NCAs; NCA 106 Severn and Avon Vales and NCA 118 Bristol, 
Avon Valleys and Ridges. It also passes through nine of the landscape character areas as developed by 
North Somerset Council.  Of those nine, there are three that are within the 500 m study area but located 
at its edges. These have not been assessed further due their relative remote position to the proposed 
Scheme and, in line with the EIA regulations, excluded form further assessments, as it is considered that 
no significant effects on the landscape character areas are likely. 
The extracts from the baseline assessment from the LVIA covering the two NCAs are contained in 
Appendix A to this paper.  They cover approximately 450 words each and summarises the description, 
trends, forces for change and give a value.  The impact assessments for each are given below:  
NCA 106 Severn and Avon Vales  
The DCO Scheme will result in the introduction of moving trains on to an existing linear feature of 
the landscape. Historically this feature has been used as a railway line. The DCO Scheme could be 
considered to reduce the sense of remoteness and tranquillity associated with this landscape 
type due to the introduction of passenger trains for the hourly (or hourly plus) passenger service. 
The DCO Scheme only traverses a small proportion of the Severn and Avon Vales area, so its 
potential effects are on a scale that would not impact the overall landscape character of the 
NCA. The character area has a medium value; the magnitude of impact would be no change, 
with a neutral significance. 
NCA 118 Bristol, Avon Valleys and Ridges  
The character area presently includes a mix of urban and rural elements, such as the city of 
Bristol, infrastructure including the M5, open arable farmland and the wooded scarp of the Avon 
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Gorge. The DCO Scheme is an existing railway line amongst these features such as the City and 
the existing transport infrastructure of the Avon Gorge. The increased frequency of trains 
resulting from the introduction of the passenger service would increase the sense of transport 
movement within the Avon Gorge. Current trends and forces for change in the area include 
increased urbanisation and development resulting from increased population. The DCO Scheme 
would only traverse a small proportion of the Bristol, Avon Valleys and Ridges NCA, so it is not on 
a scale that would impact the overall character. 
The character area has a high value; the magnitude of impact would be no change, with a 
neutral significance. 
We therefore have a tension between the completing needs of guidance and regulation: a need to 
demonstrate compliance with the NN NPS by referring to the NCAs and their descriptions and policies 
there within, but with a significance effect of neutral, which contradicts with the EIA regulations 
guidance for reporting only on those effects which are significant.  
The landscape character areas developed by North Somerset Council are smaller in scale, each covering 
a smaller area and in more detail.  As such the potential effects of the proposed scheme begin to relate 
to the scale and detail of the landscape, but as noted above for only a proportion of those actually 
traversed by the scheme. 
As with the Lowestoft scheme, it is only at a scale of landscape character assessment developed 
specifically for the project by the project Landscape Architect does it become possible to begin to 
understand the potential changes to the landscape as a result of the development. 
CONCLUSION 
The ELC has provided the overall policy context for establishing landscape to be considered in its own 
right.  These principles have been carried through into the National Character Areas and into the 
Guidance for Landscape and Visual Impact Assessment.  These two documents establish a baseline for 
the landscape character in the profiles created, and a methodology for assessing potential change to 
those landscapes, assessing both landscape effect and visual effects as different things. 
   
Other regulations and policies can come into play as part of an LVIA; the need to report on only ‘likely 
significant’ effects, not all, and for the need to comply with other government department policies such 
as the NN NPF.  This can result in tensions between policies; regulations and guidance, which the 
Landscape Architect needs to understand, address, negotiate, seek to agree a common understanding if 
possible and maintain a professional position. 
In the case studies presented it is shown that the NCAs and other LCAs are not helpful in establishing a 
common consensus on the existing landscape character because of the differences in scale between the 
LCAs and the project scale. 
There must therefore be a reliance on the professionals undertaking the LVIA to establish what scale the 
assessment is appropriate, and this may mean setting out in the LVIA that in their opinion the policy 
documents are not appropriate.   
There is therefore a need for the Landscape Architect to develop a landscape character assessment, 
which is appropriate to the scale of the proposed development. This must be done in a manner, which is 
robust and follows established, albeit archived, guidance. 
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Without an agreed baseline derived from existing adopted policy, there may well be differences in 
opinion between the Landscape Architect working for the developer who has developed a project 
specific LCA, and those landscape architects acting on behalf of the consenting authority.   
This can be around issues over the appropriate to scale of the landscape character assessment, its value 
and importance, as well as differences in opinion over the assessment of effects.  Failure to achieve a 
consensus on process and results can result in protracted discussions and frustrations to the consenting 
process.  There may also be difference in opinion over constitutes a good LVIA as a process, and 
therefore reinforces the need and importance of following robust methods as set out in the LCA and 
GLVIA methods. 
A meeting held on site with the Local Planning Authority Landscape Architect for the Lowestoft project 
quickly established a common understanding of the landscape of the site.  The fact that the NCA and 
LPA landscape assessments were not relevant or appropriate for use in the landscape and visual impact 
assessment of the project was also quickly established between both parties, and that a site-specific 
landscape assessment was required which could address impacts at the appropriate scale.  The site 
meeting was also used to establish a shared understanding of the hard and robust docklands landscape 
where walls, fences, open yards and roads were the defining features and that the proposed flood 
defences in the form of walls would fit into the landscape without significant effect. 
The MetroWest Phase 1 LVIA followed the requirements of the NPSNN, drawing in the landscape 
character assessments from the NCA and the LPA assessments, as well as developing site-specific 
character assessments, which were considered a more appropriate scale for the assessment.  This 
approach and the conclusions drawn have not been challenged by the Local Planning Authority 
landscape architect during the various consultation stages.  Instead the focus of conversation has 
centred on the design of the proposed station. 
Landscape Architects undertaking LVIA therefore need to navigate around policy, guidance, regulations 
and process to generate an assessment that meets statutory requirements, achieves consensus in the 
process of its generation with stakeholders, and which is robust such that it can stand scrutiny during 
any consenting process. 
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NCA 106 Severn and Avon Vales 
1.1.10 According to Natural England (2014) NCA 106 Severn and Avon Vales encompasses the lower 
valleys of the rivers Severn and Avon, which dominate "this low lying open agricultural vale 
landscape". Industrial development is a defining element of this character area. Evidence of 
former industry is apparent in areas such as Pill. The M5 and M49 (which connects the M5 to 
the Second Severn Crossing) motorways bisect the landscape.  
 
1.1.11 The rivers of the Avon and Severn, and their associated floodplains contribute to the 
character of the NCA. The Severn Estuary Special Protection Area (designated for wintering 
wildfowl) and Ramsar site provides valuable habitat (see the ES Chapter 9 Ecology and 
Biodiversity). Avonmouth and its surroundings are at risk of flooding as indicated by flood risk 
zones 2 and 3 (see Figure 17.1 in the ES Volume 3 Book of Figures). 
1.1.12 In the south of the NCA, peat deposits in the Gordano Valley create wetlands and wetland 
woodlands called carr. Productive soils occur east of the Severn and within the Avon Valley. 
Fossil bearing river terrace gravels flank the edges of watercourses. 
1.1.13 Current trends within this NCA include: 
• Increased management of woodlands through Woodland Grant Schemes 
• Traditional smaller holdings replaced with a few large-scale farms 
• Neglected field boundaries 
• Reasonably high development rate in rural areas, especially alongside major transport 
corridors. 
1.1.14 Forces for change within this NCA include: 
• Climate change resulting in dried out, eroded and exhausted soils, increased flooding of 
development and infrastructure, and the loss of isolated habitats. 
• Demands for renewable energy resulting in the introduction of onshore windfarms and 
tidal energy creation, which could impact the tidal, reaches of the Severn Estuary. 
• Continued industrial expansion to Avonmouth. 
• Population growth resulting in increased pressure for food production. 
• Partnership work seeking to improve biodiversity and habitats on a large scale. 
1.1.15 The landscape associated with the DCO Scheme displays many of the characteristics and 
features described in the Severn and Avon Vales NCA. This includes industrial development 
and evidence of former industry at Pill, the motorways and the low-lying agricultural 
landscape. However, the estuarine levels, wetlands, and cliffs are not dominant features in the 
landscape traversed by the DCO Scheme. 
1.1.16 The character area possesses some features of importance, such as remnants of industrial 
heritage and wildfowl habitat, which could not be replaced if lost. Therefore, the character 
area has medium value. 
NCA 118 Bristol, Avon Valleys and Ridges 
1.1.17 According to Natural England (2014) the NCA of Bristol, Avon Valleys and Ridges "encompasses 
the City of Bristol with its historic port, and the surrounding area including the Chew and Yeo 
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valleys, Keynsham, Clevedon, Portishead and parts of the Cotswolds and Mendip Hills AONB. 
The area is characterised by alternating ridges and broad valleys, with some steep, wooded 
slopes and open rolling farmland". The western part of this NCA includes the Severn and Avon 
Vales and the small stretch of coastline between Clevedon and Portishead, which flanks the 
mouth of the Severn. 
 
1.1.18 The NCA includes both urban and rural areas, with the City of Bristol and infrastructure such as 
the M5 contributing to the considerable amount of urban development. The surroundings are 
maintained as farmland, heritage parkland, grassland and woodland. 
1.1.19 The landform of this character area is one of alternating ridges and broad valleys, with a 
limestone scarp that spans from the Yeo Valley towards Thornbury, forming a predominately 
wooded scarp. Above the scarp there is open arable farmland, with scattered farmsteads and 
low hedgerows. The coastal section from Clevedon to Portishead sees the ridge descend 
towards the Severn Estuary. 
1.1.20 The Avon Gorge cuts through the scarp, exposing Carboniferous Limestone and creating cliffs, 
scree, scrub and pockets of grassland of considerable ecological value. The ancient woodland 
of the Avon Gorge SSSI and Leigh Woods NNR lie mainly to the west of the Avon Gorge. 
1.1.21 From a historic perspective, this character area has a wealth of significant buildings and 
landscapes, including the Clifton Suspension Bridge, the townscape of Clifton, the parkland of 
Ashton Court and the Roman port at Sea Mills.   
1.1.22 This NCA provides substantial opportunities for recreation through parklands such as Ashton 
Court and The River Avon Trail, a walk between Pill and Pulteney Bridge in Bath that follows 
the River Avon Tow Path for part of the route, as well as a large number of other trails and 
cycle routes. 
1.1.23 Current trends within this NCA include: 
• Improvement to boundary features (ditches, hedgerows and stone walls) 
• Increased management of woodlands through Woodland Grant Schemes 
• Increased management and planting of orchards 
• Countryside Stewardship uptake for semi-natural features e.g. grassland 
• Traditional smaller holdings replaced with a few large-scale farms 
• Increasing urbanisation and development, particularly to motorway corridors damaging 
historic character. 
1.1.24 Forces for change within this character area include: 
• Climate change resulting in increased flooding 
• Climate change resulting in changes to woodland composition, loss of veteran trees and 
ancient woodland 
• Population growth resulting in increased urbanisation and pressure for food production 
• Green infrastructure strategies leading to improved landscape quality. 
1.1.25 The landscape along the Portbury Freight Line displays many of the characteristics and features 
described in the Bristol, Avon Valleys and Ridges NCA. These include the steep, wooded slopes 
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of the Avon Gorge and rolling farmland, although this is mainly pastoral. The historic Clifton 
Suspension Bridge and Ashton Court are particularly relevant. 
1.1.26 The character area possesses designated sites and distinctive, special areas, of historic and 
nature conservation interest such as Clifton Suspension Bridge, the townscape of Clifton, the 
Avon Gorge landscape and the Roman port at Sea Mills, which are rare, and could not be 
replaced if lost. Therefore, the character area has high value. 
Extracts from MetroWest 1 Landscape and Visual impact assessment showing the summary text of the 
relevant Local Authority Character areas given in the baseline section of the EIA followed by the 
impact assessment text for one area; D1 Avon Gorge 
5.1.4 Local Authority Character Areas 
1.1.27 The Portishead Branch Line DCO Scheme passes through landscape character areas defined by 
NSC (North Somerset Council Landscape Character Assessment, Supplementary Planning 
Guidance, 2018), as shown on Figure 11.1 Sheets 1 to 5 in the ES Volume 3 Book of Figures. 
These are listed and summarised below: 
• North Somerset Local Character Area A2 Clapton Moor 
• North Somerset Local Character Area C2 Portbury Settled Coastal Edge 
• North Somerset Local Character Area J6 Avon Rolling Valley Farmland 
• North Somerset Local Character Area E5 Tickenham Ridge 
• North Somerset Local Character Area D1 Avon Gorge 
• North Somerset Local Character Area G2 Failand Settled Limestone Plateau 
1.1.28 The following landscape character areas fall within the 500 m study area at its edges. These 
have been not been assessed further due their relative position to the proposed DCO Scheme 
and it is considered that no significant effects on the landscape character areas are likely. 
• F1 Abbotts Leigh Sandstone Uplands: visually separated from the DCO Scheme by the M5 
and junction 19 and by the woodland of Leigh Woods and landform at the Avon Gorge. 
• J5 Land Yeo and Kenn Rolling Valley Farmland: extends over the area north of the A370 
and around the University of the West of England Bower Ashton Campus and is screened 
from the DCO Scheme by the existing A370. 
• B1 Land Yeo, Kenn River and River Avon Floodplain: extends into the study area from the 
west by just including half of the David Lloyd tennis centre and is sufficiently visually 
separated from the proposed works at the Winterstoke Road junction. 
 
Baseline section  
5.1.4.1.1.1 D1 Avon Gorge 
1.1.29 The Avon Gorge Character Area is of geologic interest due to its exposed carboniferous 
limestone faces. This area is also ecologically important, with varied habitat types such as 
coppiced and ancient woodland, wood pasture, calcareous grassland, scrubland and rare 
species such as Whitebeam. Woodland clinging to the slopes creates an intimate, enclosed 
feel. Views to the listed Clifton Suspension Bridge contribute to the character. There is a sense 
of movement and noise with the traffic on the Portway A4 road, which disrupts this otherwise 
peaceful area.  The disused railway line (freight line) and the River Avon Tow Path are also 
mentioned as features in the landscape. 
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1.1.30 Forces for change are: 
• Limited maintenance of coppiced woodland and wood pasture 
• Volume of leisure use causing "wear and tear" to fragile habitats, historic and geological 
sites 
• Small scale incremental changes with proliferation of clutter, signage and increased noise 
• Visual impact of unsympathetic urban edges influencing adjacent landscapes 
• Pressure of major transport routes increasing noise and disruption. 
1.1.31 According to the character area assessment, this character area is in declining condition 
overall. However, this area is well used for recreation, resulting in erosion of paths. The 
changing tide results in the build-up of rubbish to the banks of the Avon.  The landscape 
strategy is to conserve the sense of drama and wilderness. 
1.1.32 As part of this assessment process, the value of this character area has been determined. The 
character area possesses designated sites and distinctive, special areas, such as Clifton 
Suspension Bridge, exposed limestone faces and ancient woodland, which are rare, and could 
not be replaced if lost. Therefore, it is concluded that the character area has high value. 
Assessment section 
5.1.4.1.2 Avon Gorge 
1.1.33 This high value character area is characterised by the Avon Gorge and includes the 
Conservation Areas of Sneyd Park and Clifton. The Grade I listed Clifton Suspension Bridge is a 
key feature of this character area. As the linear feature of the freight line is already an element 
this area, the DCO Scheme would not result in a change in overall landscape character.   
1.1.34 The introduction of passenger trains would add a new element of movement into the 
landscape, which would dilute the sense of tranquillity slightly, although it is already heavily 
influenced by the busy A4.  
1.1.35 The DCO Scheme would result in the loss of some mature trackside vegetation, which currently 
screens the existing freight line from views looking across the River Avon.  The loss of planting 
between the trackside and adjacent River Avon Tow Path would mean that the track, its 
associated fencing and passing trains would be more visible. 
1.1.36 The proposed management plan for the vegetation on the slopes of the gorge above the 
railway line would mean that there would be some removal of selected trees species.  This will 
result in more open views to the rock forming the side of the cliff and a resultant less wooded 
appearance to the slopes. 
1.1.37  It is assumed that vegetation would naturally regenerate over time around the fences and 
over the rock stabilisation areas, such that screening is re-established by the track and 
disturbed areas on the cliffs become visually less prominent. 
1.1.38 The character area has a high value, the magnitude of impact would be minor adverse, with a 
slight adverse significance of effect. 
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